School screening in remote aboriginal communities--results of an evaluation.
As part of ongoing quality assurance, the effectiveness of the school screening program in meeting the health needs of Aboriginal children in a rural district in the Northern Territory Top End was evaluated. The major health problems of Aboriginal children were analysed for their suitability for screening programs. A prospective cross-sectional study used routinely collected field data from the school screening program in 1993. To ascertain follow-up, children who had failed screening tests had their clinic notes reviewed. A total of 774 children from 11 remote communities were screened. The results confirmed high level of disease, with rates for anaemia, malnutrition and trachoma reaching 39%, 22% and 26% respectively. Nearly one-third failed the hearing screening, urinalysis was abnormal in 19%, 3% failed visual acuity and 6% were considered to have abnormal heart auscultation. Many of the major health problems did not meet the recommended criteria for screening programs and others would be better dealt with by ongoing surveillance rather than a single screening. Some abnormalities found on screening were inadequately investigated and/or treated. This evaluation has demonstrated a limited role for school screening in identifying and meeting the health needs of Aboriginal children living in remote areas. In collaboration with the NT Department of Education, a school-age child health policy, including a new school-age child health surveillance program, is being developed. This promotes greater participation by communities, families and schools with the aim of improving the health and learning outcomes for all school-age children in the NT.